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Neutral Ground:
Switzerland and Some British
Poets of the Great War
by Robert S. Means

Over the years, Switzerland has been a safe-haven for
artists seeking refuge from war. Situated at the center of Europe,
possessing great wealth and natural beauty, and surrounded as
she is by potential enemies , Switzerland has long been unique in
maintaining her neutrality, especially through the two world wars
of the Twentieth Century. Other neutral countries have not been
so successful enforcing their neutrality. Recall the fate of Belgium
and Luxembourg in both world wars: the invasion and violation
of these neutrals was a central part of German strategy. But in
the two world wars of the Twentieth Century, Switzerland was
spared. Even in the First World War (1914-1918) when the Allies,
Britain and France to the west, and Germany to the east, raced to
outflank each other on the Western Front. The English Channel
provided the barrier on the northwest, and on the southeast, there
was the Swiss border. So what stopped them there? Perhaps it's
as Stephen O'Shea has said " ... both parties to the pointless
savagery realized that stalemate had descended on the mountains
and that war would be won or lost elsewhere. This land was meant
not for war but for hikers" (182), but not the kind of hikers Paul
Fussell was talking about in his groundbreaking work The Great
War and Modern Memory, when he observed about the Western
Front trenches that "[t]heoretically, it would have been possible to
walk from Belgium to Switzerland entirely below ground" (37) .
Irish poet Francis Ledwidge ( 1887-1917) of the Royal Inniskilling
Fusi Iiers, wrote home in April 1917, that
Entering and leaving the line is most exciting, as we are
usually but about thirty yards from the enemy, and you can
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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scarcely understand how bright the nights are made by hi s
rockets. These are in continual ascent and descent from dusk
to dawn, making a beautiful crescent from Switzerland to the
sea. (Powell, 286)
Ledwidge was subsequently killed three months later on the
first day of the Battle of Third Ypres (Passchendaele), July 31,
1917.
Of course there are other writers, not just British, from the
Great War era, for whom Switzerland was also a safe-haven.
Hermann Hesse (1877-1962) took his family to Switzerland
in 1912, and stayed there during the war. Hesse remained in
Switzerland until his death, and was buried in Montagnola.
James Joyce (1882-1941) spent most of the Great War in Zurich,
as did Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924), but for very different
reasons. Joyce, disgusted with the war, was sitting it out, while
Lenin waited for his chance to continue the worker's struggle
and perhaps even leverage the war for the sake of Marxism, a
chance which the Germans gave him, correctly calculating that
a Bolshevik revolution in Russian would knock her out of the
war. Joyce fled back again to Zurich at the start of the Second
World War, died in Zurich, and was buried there in 1941. But
the full stories of these famous writers , are outside the scope
of my purpose (for more on Joyce in Zurich, see SAHSR 44.3
(November 2008): 34-37, for a review of James Joy ce : The Last
Journey by Leon Edel).
Representative of lesser-known non-British artists who
hoped to avoid the war by seeking refuge in Switzerland, was
the German writer Gustav Sack (1885-1916) . Sack, his face
marred by dueling scars, might have looked the part of a warlike
Prussian Junker, but he was actually an isolationist, who never fit
in during his compulsory military service, and left Germany for
Switzerland in July, 1914. There he worked on his third novel,
Paralyse, which, while never completed (something that Thomas
Mann lamented), has been compared to the work of James Joyce .
Unmoved by patriotism and feeling no compulsion to leave
Switzerland, Sack however ran out of money and returned to
Germany in September, 1914, when amnesty was offered. He
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joined the German army, subsequently fought on the Western
Front and was killed on December 6, 1916, in the advance on
Bucharest (Cross, 91-92).

British Writers: the German-Swiss Connection
Many of the British writers of The Great War had connections
with the Germanic peoples. Robert Graves (1895-1985) took his
middle name, von Ranke, from his mother, Amalie von Ranke,
who came from a prestigious German family: "[t]o Heinrich
von Ranke, my grandfather, I owe my clumsy largeness, my
endurance, energy, seriousness, and my thick hair" (Graves, 4).
Graves adds, "I admire my German relatives; they have high
principles , are easy, generous, and serious" (Graves, 5). Poet
Charles Sorley ( 1895-1915) studied in Germany before the Great
War, was profoundly impressed with the country and people, and
his poem "To Germany" sounds like a much older and wiser man
recognizing the sad similarities of both sides as they are about to
launch themselves at each other.
Switzerland factored into the lives of a few Great War poets.
For Herbert Read (1893-1968), it was the influence of his long
admiration for the work of Swiss doctor and psychologist, Carl
Jung. For Robert Graves, Switzerland was place to escape the tax
man while he dabbled on various writing projects that did not
pan out. For Siegfried Sassoon, the Swiss get-away he took after
the war and during a personal crisis might have changed his life
forever. And for Rupert Brooke, the three Christmas holidays he
spent in Switzerland were part of those prelapsarian days before
the Great War brought a way of life, and Brooke's own life, to a
tragic end.

Herbert Read
Renaissance man Herbert Read: poet, essayist, literary and
art critic, was a decorated captain in his early twenties during the
First World War. His war poetry ranges from short, stark symbolist
pieces such as "The Happy Warrior," to his much-longer, complex
"The End of a War," which gives equal voice to the dead enemy
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and non-combatant victims of
atrocities. After the war, he
wrote extensively on many
subjects, including PsychoAnalysis and Literary Criticism
(1924), and found much to
admire in the theories of Carl
Jung (as well as Sigmund Freud
and Alfred Adler). In 1953,
he accepted a knighthood for
"services to literature." In his
collection of essays entitled
The Cult of Sincerity published
in 1968, the year that he died,
Read wrote in his essay "Carl
Gustav Jung"

Herbert Read

In a sad letter I received shortly before his death on June
6, 1961, Jung complained of the misunderstanding that had
been his lot. [ ...] In England especially the representatives of
a tradition that claims to be empirical, positivist and commonsensical tended to dismiss Jung as a metaphysical idealist, a
mystagogue, a man who began well as an associate of the
rationalist Freud, but who fell by the wayside, or rather, went
up into the clouds ( 122). [ ... ]The world will dispute for many
years the relative importance of Freud and Jung, and may
conclude in the end that their doctrines are complementary.
The two men at one period worked together, travelled
together and exchanged voluminous letters which, when they
are published , will be as significant as any literature of our
time. Jung often spoke of his association with Freud, with
admiration and gratitude: but he knew Freud's weaknesses
(he had analysed him!) and he knew his own. He was a man
of balanced judgment. The difference between these two
great psychologists was fundamentally one of temperament,
and a realization of this led Jung to his investigation of
psychological types - perhaps the most fruitful aspect of
his life's work. Freud was a fatalist - he could not believe
that man would ever subdue or sublimate his aggressive
instincts. Jung was not exactly an optimist, but he believed
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss2/3
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that if only man would learn to listen to the intimations of
his unconscious, (123) he might be saved. But this calls for
many acts of humility, perhaps for a renunciation of pride
that is scarcely conceivable. [ .. . ] Jung was a great humanist
- certainly the greatest that it has been my privilege to know.
(124)

Robert Graves
Robert Graves, poet and novelist, served as an officer in
the Royal Welsh Fusiliers . Siegfried Sassoon was a fellow officer
in the same regiment. Graves experienced the Battle of Loos
(September, 1915), and the fiasco of the first use of gas by the
British in that battle,
when the chlorine gas
the British used blew
back into their own
trenches . Later in the
war, Graves was so
severely
wounded
in the lungs that his
commander notified
his parents that he had
been killed. Graves
recounted these and
other blunders of
the Great War in
his brilliant memoir
Good-Bye To All That
(1929). But by early
1937, Graves was a
Robert Graves, ca. 1930s
successful writer and
expatriate, and toiling
away at condensed versions of his/ Claudius novels that he hoped
to sell after the release of the / Claudius film planned (but never
completed) by Alexander Korda. Needing to leave England for
a short period to avoid taxes, Graves and his long-time mistress
and writing partner American Laura Riding (1901-1991) rented
an Italian
in Lugano, Switzerland
, and left England in midPublished
by palace
BYU ScholarsArchive,
2016
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February 1937. For four months they rented a "half-house," the
Villa Guidi, in Paradiso:
Their short-term tax haven was exquisitely beautiful, with
a view of snow-topped mountains, the lake nearby, and
landscapes so lovely that Riding remarked that it was not the
Swiss roads which were dangerous, but the prospects. It was
also ineffably dull. There were, Graves glumly recorded, no
antique shops and no pieces of china worth buying . [ . .. ] there
was little to alleviate the monotony. The only excitement of
a Lugano trip was to watch the lake-sweepers fishing out
flotsam . (Seymour, 249)

But while there was little in Lugano to distract Graves from his
writing projects, the prospects for them were not good:
[Graves] finished his laborious condensation of the two
Claudius novels only to hear that Korda had abandoned the
film a month after starting shooting. The given explanation
was that Merle Oberon, selected to play Messalina, had
been hurt in a car accident, but this was a convenients
excuse . Charles Laughton's interpretation of Claudius was
becoming increasingly discordant and bizarre . Some later
film-buffs have judged it to be one of the most remarkable
performances of Laughton's career. Korda lost his nerve,
and Graves's book was left without a market. (Seymour,
250)

Undaunted, Graves and Riding continued work on their writing
projects while in Lugano, and "dutifully worked on 'The Swiss
Ghost', a light-hearted thriller which he and Riding had conceived
as a collaborative project. It had no future and Graves realized
this long before they decided to abandon the book" (Seymour,
255). "[W]hat there is of it [ ... ] is probably the worst piece
of work Graves ever had a hand in" (Seymour-Smith, 278-79).
The relationship with Laura Riding (so productive for almost ten
years while in Deia, Majorca) was winding down. Riding even
"became convinced that the Villa Guidi was haunted by ghosts.
(She could hardly be blamed: even the writing paper carried
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a logo of a skull and crossbones.) They were relieved when
the four months were over and they could return to England"
(Seymour, 252).

Siegfried Sassoon
Siegfried Sassoon stands as the quintessential Great War poet,
the role-model: tall and handsome, a bit-aristocratic, a gentleman
fox-hunter, a published poet (Lord of the Admiralty Winston
Churchill was one of his admirers), and as an officer, brave and
selfless. On one occasion he attacked and took a German trench
single-handedly. He was awarded the Military Cross (M.C.) in
July, 1916, and was recommended for the Victoria Cross (V.C.),
the highest military award in the British Army.
But, while the war hardened Sassoon as a soldier, it also
worked on his sensitivities as a human being, and like Wilfred
Owen , he came to empathize and even pity his men, doomed
to wallow in soggy trenches, enduring both boredom and
bombardments until they were called to go "over the top" and
face the screen of German wire and machine guns. Paul Fussell
notes that Sassoon used his experience and influence as a leader
"to father his men," and that he was "elaborately decent to them"
(102). And in return they affectionately nicknamed him "Mad
Jack." In his poem, " Suicide in the Trenches," Sassoon condemns
the complacent civilians who have no idea of war's realities to
young soldiers:
You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye
Who cheer when soldier lads march by,
Sneak home and pray you ' 11 never know
The hell where youth and laughter go.
(Sassoon, The War Poems, 119)
Sassoon 's real life reads like a novel. During the late Spring
of 1917, while Sassoon was convalescing from a bullet wound
he suffered in April (the sniper's round just missed his jugular
vein and spine), and depressed that there was no end in sight to
the war, he fell under the influence of Bertrand Russell and other
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pacifists who (recognizing a potential spokesman for their cause)
encouraged Sassoon to take a stand against the war. Sassoon's
subsequent statement "Finished With the War: A Soldier's
Declaration," was eventually read out in the House of Commons
on July 30, 1917, the day before the start of the disastrous Battle of
Third Ypres (Passchendaele), where Francis Ledwidge (previously
mentioned) was killed.
I am making this statement as an act of wilful defiance
of military authority, because I believe that the war is being
deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to end
it. [ . . .] On behalf of those who are suffering now I make
this protest against the deception which is being practiced
on them; also I believe that I may help to destroy the callous
complacence with which the majority of those at home
regard the continuance of agonies which they do not share,
and which they have not sufficient imagination to realize .
(Sassoon, The Complete Memoirs, 496)

Sassoon also went-respectfully and politely-Absent Without
Leave (AWOL) when he was ordered to report for duty. Fellow
Fusilier, Robert Graves (while still in convalescence, himself),
came to his aid, and swayed a medical board away from a court
martial, and into sending Sassoon to Craiglockhart hospital for
further treatment of "shell-shock" (Graves's Catch-22 type
reasoning being that Sassoon must be suffering from "shellshock" - and not in his right mind - in order to have made such
a public pacifistic statement and gone AWOL). And if that bit
of "truth-is-stranger-than-fiction" was not enough, it was at
Craiglockhart Hydropathic War Hospital in Edinburgh , Scotland,
that Sassoon met poet Wilfred Owen (who was there suffering
from genuine shell-shock). The two became friends, and Sassoon
became a mentor to Owen, and it was during their time as patients
at Craiglockhart that both Sassoon and Owen wrote some of their
most important war poetry.
Eventually Sassoon could not live with himself and his
protest, for which he was now sitting out the war in safety, and he
wrangled his way back to his unit and his men, a feat almost more
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss2/3
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amazing than avoiding court martial. Sassoon's war experience
heightened the natural alienation and disconnect that front line
soldiers felt with civilians safely back on the home front. He
despised the war profiteers and munitions-makers, and especially
women who, as it seemed to Sassoon, encouraged and even shamed
men to go to war, while keeping themselves safely aloof from it
and its realities. In poems such as "Fight to a Finish," returning
soldiers turn their weapons on the real enemy: those back home
who have kept the war going
Snapping their bayonets on to charge the mob,
Grim Fusiliers broke ranks with glint of steel,
At last the boys had found a cushy job.
I heard the Yellow-Pressmen grunt and squeal;
And with my trusty bombers turned and went
To clear those Junkers out of Parliament.
(Sassoon, The War Poems, 96)
And in "Glory of Women" (the title is ironic, contradictory),
Sassoon accuses women who (as he sees it) have made men's
military service (carefully chivalrized and sanitized) a requirement
for courtship:
You love us when we ' re heroes , home on leave,
Or wounded in a mentionable place.
You worship decorations; you believe
That chivalry redeems the war's disgrace.
You make us shells. You listen with delight,
By tales of dirt and danger fondly thrilled .
You crown our distant ardours while we fight,
And mourn our laurelled memories when we're killed.
(Sassoon, The War Poems , 100)
The war experience certainly had an effect on Sassoon's
attitudes towards women and sexuality, and Paul Fussell observes
that "The Memoirs of George Sherston [Sassoon's three-volume
memoir] could easily be subtitled Men Without Women [ ... ]
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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only two young women of George's age
are noticed in the trilogy. Each is made
a strident mouthpiece of political fatuity"
(102). Another of Sassoon's biographers
has noticed the "apparently odd decision
made by Sassoon in relation to Shers ton 's
Progress [the third volume in Sassoon's
memoirs], to 'omit [Wilfred] Owen'
from the Craiglockhart chapters. [ . . .]
It is possible that he feared that Owen's
evident infatuation with him might
suggest a homosexual relationship. This
was a risk he was not prepared to take, as
his decision not to describe his post-war
life shows" (Wilson, 245) .
Keeping in mind Sassoon's desire to
Siegfried Sassoon
hide
his
homosexuality, now move ahead
& Stephen Tennant,
to Sassoon's private, unpublished postSummer 1929.
war life. In 1931, Sassoon was strained
and suffering from a break-up with Stephen Tennant, with whom
he had had a recent tempestuous romantic relationship. The
Honorable Stephen Tennant "young aristocrat and aesthete [ ..
.] a prominent member of the Bright Young Things so gleefully
satirized by Evelyn Waugh. Said to be the model for Miles
Malpractice in Decline and Fall and Sebastian Flyte in Bridehead
Revisited, Tennant was wealthy, privileged and beautiful, his
effeminate manner and provocative behavior attracted attention
wherever he went" (Wilson, 195). Imagine a Freddie Mercury of
the Roaring-Twenties exemplified by Queens nostalgic "Seaside
Rendezvous."
Sassoon had known Tennant since October 1927, but by
the end of 1930, after travels and much time together, "a game
of cat-and-mouse began" (231) with Sassoon as mouse, and by
January 1931, Tennant made it clear that he no longer wished
to see Sassoon and effectively banished him from Wilsford
Manor, the Tennant ancestral estate. Tennant's tuberculosis may
have contributed to his change of feelings but, he also enjoyed
the nursing, pampering, pity and attention which it brought
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss2/3
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him, and so it also might have been part of his strategy. Starved
for news about Tennant, both his physical and emotional states,
Sassoon found great support in two sisters who worked as part of
the Wilsford staff: Beryl and Eileen Hunter who tended the gardens
there, and he came to rely on them for news of Tennant. In March
of 1931 , Sassoon received an invitation from his old school friend
from Christ Church, the composer William Walton, to join him and
his mistress Imma von Doemberg in Switzerland. "His idea was
that Sassoon should [travel] with him to Switzerland on 29 March
for an 'entire change': 'I am sure it would take your mind off all this
disagreeableness and keep you quiet till it blows over.' As an added
incentive he argued that Sassoon would be able to settle down and
do some work" (250), for it had been two years since Sassoon had
been able to produce a collection of serious poems.
Sassoon enjoyed Switzerland, though he was still unable to
produce any serious new poetry. "In spite of his inability to work
well at Ascona , however, he did feel 'much more at liberty in [his]
mind' and the fact that he stayed six weeks longer that his intended
fortnight suggests that he enjoyed himself there" (Wilson, 250).
Sassoon 's biographer goes on to say about Ascona:
Situated in southern Switzerland on Lake Maggiore, it
had all the advantages of magnificent views , constant sun and
mountain air. And as Walton had also pointed out, being only
two miles from the Italian border it offered the amenities of
ordered Swiss life without any of its drawbacks, an attractive
mix of two very different cultures.
Walton was by no means the first to discover this Utopia.
It had been colonized by artists and freethinkers since the end
of the nineteenth century, including a wealthy Belgian , Henri
Oedenkoven, who had bought a hilltop overlooking the little
fishing village and named it Monte Verita, the Mountain of
Truth. It was here , in a hotel founded by Oedenkoven , that
Sassoon stayed. (Wilson, 250-51)

(Curiously, Wilson does not elaborate on whatthe "drawbacks"
were to the "ordered Swiss life" she describes in Ascona.)
Walton 's mistress, Imma von Doemberg , "claimed to be able
to tell from his handwriting that Sassoon was homosexual 'by
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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nature,' but she was clearly attracted to him physically. [ ... ]
And there is evidence to suggest that Sassoon felt some sexual
attraction towards her. [ ... ] And seeing how happy she made
Walton may have caused Sassoon to wonder if a heterosexual
relationship might not be preferable to the torments he was
suffering with Stephen [Tennant]. There is no doubt that he
envied Imma's nurturing of Walton's genius, nor that his attitude
towards women began to soften at this time" (Wilson, 252).
Sassoon's absence in Switzerland encouraged Tennant
to offer a reconciliation in June, 193 I, but their relationship
would never be the same, and from that point Sassoon began
to withdraw into other circles. In December 1933, Sassoon
married Hester Ga tty, and together they had a son in 1936, whom
Sassoon named George, after George Sherston the protagonist
(Sassoon created to represent himself) in his three-volumes
of memoirs of the Great War: Memoirs of a Fox Hunting Man
(1928), Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1930), and Sherston 's
Progress (1936).

Rupert Brooke
Rupert Brooke is arguably the most prominent, if not also
the first, of the early Great War poets from Britain. Privileged,
handsome and talented, he epitomized that pre-Great War
generation on the verge of a Greek tragedy. His father was
headmaster at prestigious Rugby public school; he swam naked
with Virginia Woolf; W. B. Yeats called Brooke "the handsomest
young man in England"; and Frances Darwin Cornford wrote
prophetically of him:
A young Apollo, golden-haired,
Stands dreaming on the verge of strife,
Magnificently unprepared
For the long littleness of life.
(Hastings, 18)
And when Brooke died on April 23, 1915, and was buried on Island
of Skyros in the Aegean, Winston Churchill wrote the obituary
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that appeared in The Times of London. Brooke's famous sonnet
"The Soldier" (sonnet number five in his sonnet cycle entitled
"Poems of 1914"), and especially its first line, has been quoted
and echoed, and copied so many times that it might surprise some
who thought it had been around for hundreds of years:

V. The Soldier
If I should die, think only this of me:
That there's some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England.
(Brooke, 111)
Rupert Brooke first went to Switzerland in December 1907,
and would spend three succeeding Christmases in Switzerland,
beginning in 1907 . From Danioth 's Grand Hotel in Andermatt, on
Boxing Day, 1907, he wrote to Erica Cotterill, a first cousin and
ardent admirer of Bernard Shaw (hence the joke in Brooke's letter
about The Important of Being Ernest, and Arms and the Man).
The letter is pure bi-polar Brooke:
You would scarcely recognize me if you saw me leading the
extraordinarily healthy life which plagues me at present. I
spend nearly all the day ski-ing & tobogganing. I am fat & red
& my nose has no skin. I am completely healthy.[ ...] There
is One! . ... oh there is One, . . . aged twenty, very beautiful
& nice & everything .... My pen is dragging at its bit to
run away with me about her. I adore her for a week. Every
evening we rehearse the Importance of Being Ernest (you
know it?). I am Algy & she is Cecily, & I have to make love
to her all the time. But for the fact that I am very old & that
she hates me, it is very pleasant. [ ... ] You not infrequently
suffer from the delusion that I do too much work . You are
quite wrong. I may fall ill of a broken heart or of perpetual
misanthropy or, certainly, of the Cambridge climate . . . but
of overwork, never!

*

*
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Rupert Brooke skiing at Klosters, 1908. (Hastings, 90)
I'm a bad person to be of a party, of merry people like these .
I'm too dull & sulky. I shall be glad when I can retire to a hut
in a desert: out of the way. I shall be more in my element.
Rupert (Keynes, 117-118)

Brooke went again to Switzerland in December 1908 , this
time not necessarily for the skiing in Klosters (where he did
stay), but in pursuit of other scenery in the form of young Noel
Oliver, his current romantic interest. Brooke was then twentyone, while Noel Oliver celebrated her sixteenth birthday on that
Christmas day, 1908 (Delany, 54). Considering the differences in
their ages, not surprisingly Brooke did not have much success.
"Rupert summed up the holiday as 'Switzerland fair (I morose)
Noel Oliver superb"' (54). But, at least while in Switzerland (in
addition to the skiing, tobogganing, and flirting), Brooke kept his
hand in literary work: helping to compose a melodrama entitled
From the Jaws of the Octopus. The eleven-day stay a Danioth 's
Grand Hotel in Andermatt had cost Brooke eleven guineas, which
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he borrowed from his mother, and then he was back to England
and back to school at King's College, and Presidency of the
Cambridge Fabians (Read, 47, 61).
Brooke returned to Switzerland a last time for the Christmas
holidays in 1909 . Patrick Quinn sees that "[t]he Swiss experience
[of 1909] reawakened Brooke's romantic nature" (24), but that
romanticism would soon be driven underground by events in
Brooke's personal life,including the death of his father,Headmaster
at Rugby School, in January 1910. Brooke wrote to Noel Oliver
from the Hotel Schweizerhof, at Lenzerheide, on Christmas Eve:
"I send a book you know because tomorrow is your and Jesus'
birthday ... there are more trees than at Klosters: fewer people"
(Read, 96-97). Back in Rugby, he wrote to Erica Cotterill on
January 9, 1910 "I had a faintly pleasant time in Switzerland; but
mostly I was wishing to be elsewhere, & rather cubbish. Ee-ee! an
unpleasant condition" (Keynes, 206).
Speaking of unpleasant conditions, on this 1909 trip, Brooke
had a rough crossing from England, and began a realistic poem
(which he initially titled "A Shakespearean Love Sonnet") in
Switzerland, wherein a bout of seasickness becomes a metaphor
for tempestuous lovesickness, culminating in a violent purging.
What came to be known as "Channel Passage" is a shocking
(some might say disgusting) poem, but not as surprising if one
considers Brooke's impish nature, and his history of poetic goodfun (he once penned a poem about a cannibal feast with the
speaker's beloved as the main course, and a delightful tonguein-cheek poem entitled "Heaven" which , in transcendent terms,
the speaker describes God and a future blissful existence all from
the perspective of fish: looking forward to "the worm that never
dies") . So, "Channel Passage" should not be taken too seriously,
but as one of Brooke's over-the-top exercises in shock-effect, much
like Sassoon's famous bayonet poem "The Kiss," which many
horrified readers have taken seriously, coming away disappointed
with Sassoon.
But "Channel Passage" is proof that Brook had the ability to
write about unpleasant subjects, and not just about love and luxury.
But, Brooke's writing hinged upon experience and expedience.
When he was living in the lap of luxury, he was able to write
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about himself as "The Great Lover," and once he had experienced
seasickness, he had the prescription to write realistically about
retching. All this needs to be taken into account when we look at
his "war poetry" (which is really "pre-war poetry").
Brooke was caught up in the early war patriotism and the
hysteria of idealism, consequently that is what he knew and was
driven to write about, and his "Poems of 1914" have become
iconic, some might say cliche, in expressing that early sentiment.
But even Siegfried Sassoon (who went on to become famous for
writing stark, "realistic" war poetry) began with similar patriotic
verse and affirmed that Brooke's voice perfectly captured those
heady, innocent, early days of the war. Brooke never had the
chance to write "real" war poetry, because he never lived to
experience the war, dying from blood poisoning, April 23, 1915,
en route to the campaign at Gallipoli, were Sassoon's younger
brother, Hamo, would be killed.
In August of 1910, when Noel Oliver was seventeen, Brooke
"succeeded in manipulating" her into a secret engagement
(Quinn, 26), but her heart was not in it (many, including Noel,
herself, felt that her heart was never fully engaged with anything
or anyone). But Noel's indifference drove Brooke into a pattern
of "love on the rebound," romantic pursuits of and amorous
associations with women who would return his affections, that
would last until the start of the war, which then consumed his
attention.
On December 22, 1910, Noel wrote to "Dear poor Rupert"
that she was leaving for Switzerland (now it was her turn to
use Switzerland as a safe-haven), and how she was "damnably
placid & indifferent," and admitted that "[t]his thing (wretched
trait of my character) is entirely responsible for the present
state of affairs" (Harris, 74-75). In the summer of 1912 (the
year Brooke suffered a nervous breakdown), an older and
wiser Noel Oliver went to Switzerland once more to escape
Brooke's continued confused courting. Two years later, the
outbreak of the Great War provided a new outlet for his passion
and restlessness, and the first sonnet in Brooke's sonnet cycle
"Poems of 1914," entitled "Peace," began with sentiments of
both relief and excitement:
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Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour,
And caught our youth , and wakened us from sleeping ,
With hand made sure , clear eye , and sharpened power,
To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping,
Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary,
Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move,
And half-men , and their dirty songs and dreary,
And all the little emptiness of love! (Brooke, 107)

In Conclusion
For Rupert Brooke, Switzerland was a place to go before
the Great War started to get away from the pressures of being
"the handsomest young man in England." For Robert Graves and
Siegfried Sassoon, Switzerland was a place to go after the war and
rethink their post-war lives. And Herbert Read incorporated the
theories of Swiss psychologist Carl Jung into his literary criticism.
For these British writers of the Great War, Switzerland was a safe,
neutral corner to go to between rounds with life's challenges:
the scenery, the skiing, the "civilization" were restorative, but
the British war poets always came home to England (one way or
another). Switzerland had been for them, like the war had been,
a liminal space between episodes in their lives. A place to take a
"breather," before beginning the next phase, before starting over.
As Rupert Brooke said in his sonnet "Peace,"
Oh! we , who have known shame, we have found release there,
Where there 's no ill, no grief, but sleep has mending,
Naught broken save this body, lost but breath;
Nothing to shake the laughing heart's long peace there
But only agony, and that has ending;
And the worst friend and enemy is but Death. (Brooke, 107)
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